
If you aren’t in the habit of being physically 
active, you’re probably being told you 
should start. That’s because regular 
 physical activity reduces your risk of heart 
disease and stroke. It also helps you reduce 
or control other risk factors — high blood 

How Can Physical Activity Become  
a Way of Life?

•  Talk to your doctor about a physical activity 
plan that’s right for you if...

 –  you’ve been inactive a long time or have 
medical problems, 

 – you’re middle-aged or older, and 

 –  you’re planning a relatively vigorous 
 exercise program.

•  Choose activities you enjoy. Pick a starting 
date that fits your schedule and gives you 
enough time to begin your program, like a 
Saturday.

• Wear comfortable clothes and shoes.

• Start slowly — don’t overdo it!

•  Try to exercise at the same time each day 

so it becomes a regular part of your lifestyle. 
For example, you might exercise every day 
(during your lunch hour) from noon to  
12:30 p.m.

•  Drink lots of water before, during and after 
each exercise session.

•  Ask a friend to start a program with you 
— use the buddy system!

•  Note the days you exercise and write 
down the distance or length of time of 
your workout and how you feel after each 
session.

•  If you miss a day, plan a make-up day.  
Don’t double your exercise time during your 
next session.

How do I start?

What will keep me going?
•  Get your family into physical activity!  

It’s great to have a support system, and 
you’ll be getting them into an important 
health habit. 

•  Join an exercise group, health club  
or YMCA.

•  Choose an activity you like and make sure 
it’s convenient for you. If you need good 
weather, have a back-up plan for bad days 
(e.g., when it rains, walk in the mall instead 
of the park).

•  Learn a new sport you think you might enjoy, 
or take lessons to improve at one you know.

•  Do a variety of activities. Walk one day, take 
a swim the next time, then go for a bike ride 
on the weekend!

•  Try renting a few exercise videotapes to find 
the one(s) you like best. Then you can buy 
one or more and have a good workout in the 
comfort of your own home!

•  Make physical activity a routine so it 
becomes a habit.

•  If you stop for any length of time, don’t lose 
hope! Just get started again slowly — and 
work up to your old pace.

pressure, high blood cholesterol, excess 
body weight and diabetes.

But the benefits don’t stop there. You may 
look and feel better, become stronger and 
more flexible, have more energy, and reduce 
stress and tension. The time to start is now!



Should I take my pulse?

Can I exercise “too much?”

What else should I know?
•  Try not to compare yourself with others. 

Your goal should be personal health  
and fitness.

•  Think about whether you like to exercise 
alone or with other people, outside or inside, 
what time of day is best, and what kind of 
exercise you most enjoy doing.

•  If you feel like quitting, remind yourself of all 
the reasons you started. Also think about 
how far you’ve come!

•  Don’t push yourself too hard. You should 
be able to talk during exercise. Also, if you 
don’t feel recovered within 10 minutes of 
stopping exercise, you’re working too hard.

How Can Physical Activity Become a Way of Life? (continued)

•  Take a few minutes to write your own questions for the next time you see your health care provider. For example:

Do you have questions or comments for your doctor or nurse?
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How can I learn more?
1.  Talk to your doctor, nurse or other health 

care professionals. If you have heart 
disease or have had a stroke, members of 
your family also may be at higher risk. It’s 
very important for them to make changes 
now to lower their risk.

2.  Call 1-800-AHA-USA1 (1-800-242-8721), or 
visit americanheart.org to learn more about 
heart disease. 

3.  For information on stroke, call  
1-888-4-STROKE (1-888-478-7653) or 
visit online at StrokeAssociation.org. 

We have many other fact sheets and 
educational booklets to help you make 
healthier choices to reduce your risk, manage 
disease or care for a loved one.

Knowledge is power, so Learn and Live!

Warning Signs of Heart Attack:
Some heart attacks are sudden and intense, 
but most of them start slowly with mild pain or 
discomfort with one or more of these symptoms:
• Chest discomfort
• Discomfort in other areas of the upper body
•  Shortness of breath with or without chest 

discomfort
•  Other signs including breaking out in a cold 

sweat, nausea or lightheadedness

Warning Signs of Stroke:
•  Sudden weakness or numbness of the face,  

arm or leg, especially on one side of the body
•  Sudden confusion, trouble speaking or 

understanding
• Sudden trouble seeing in one or both eyes
•  Sudden trouble walking, dizziness, loss of 

balance or coordination
• Sudden, severe headache with no known cause

Learn to recognize a stroke. Time lost is brain lost.

What are the Warning Signs of Heart Attack and Stroke?

Call 9-1-1… Get to a hospital immediately if you experience signs of a heart attack or stroke! 
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